"personality" or "image" of a product.' This description by Dichter of the genesis of modern ideas in advertising comes from his book The Strategy of Desirel. His message was clear. Advertisers can discover the underlying motives behind the choices that consumers make. When the advertisers know those motives, they can adjust the image of their products so that the products fulfil the consumer's unconscious needs and pander to unconscious desires. Some of the motives are straightforward 'the desire for security in one form or another', for example. Others are revealed only by careful research, as when Dichter found that women judged a bar of soap by weighing it in the palm of the hand. The secret for the advertiser lies in putting forward an image whose emotional appeal to the user at the level of unconscious desires is sufficient to overcome any logical analysis of what the user needs. As Dichter put it, 'the automobile industry would go bankrupt overnight if cars were bought only by those people who actually need them'.
The suspension or subversion of logic is sometimes carried to parodic extremes, and recent television advertisements have featured surreal landscapes, space adventures, and robots. More commonly, the image of the product distracts the consumer from the less desirable reality. The image is fixed in the observer's mind by some visual or verbal symbol. A plenitude of multicoloured sugarcoated milk chocolate buttons will forever be encapsulated for my generation by the catch-word 'whatalotwegot'. Gold, diamonds, beautiful women, handsome men, and sunsets jostle for our affections in advertisements for almost anything but themselves.
A sickly-sweet chocolate bar is advertised as 'a taste of paradise', with palm-fringed beaches of bleached white sand, and beautiful models whose figure and physique would not, in a rational world, suggest that they fed only on the confection in question. A bitter beer, apparently in an attempt to encourage women to drink it, is disguised as a cream cake or ice cream cone, projecting an image of sweetness and luxury, rather than smoke-filled pubs. The pharmaceutical industry inevitably uses the same techniques, since they are perceived to work that is, to sell and the prime and proper aim of a pharmaceutical company is to make profits for its shareholders by selling drugs. Paradoxically, the rules that govern the contents of pharmaceutical advertisements may increase the need for 'image-making'. Substantive claims have to be grounded in fact, but the image of the product transcends the facts. An extreme example of advertising where no substantive claim is made, and only the image remains, is cigarette advertising where the sole clue to a product's identity is the brand colour.
We have described previously various ways in which the 'strategy of desire' has been used to sell pharmaceutical products2 3. Symbols of power, of control, of gentleness, and of other desirable qualities abound. A parenteral antibiotic agent is advertised by a picture of a clay pigeon disintegrating: when 'infection strikes' the antibiotic 'strikes back'. A hypnotic is advertised with a cuddly teddy-bear, with the implication that it restores the innocent sleep of childhood. A remarkably young recipient of hormone replacement therapy is shown swimming around a coral reef in sub-aqua gear to illustrate that her oestrogen patch will stay on even if she wears a wet-suit. And if we move to contraceptive pills, a young woman carrying her skis and skisticks up the slope advertises 'a first choice pill', presumably just the thing for apres-ski.
These advertisements identify virtues in the products by juxtaposing the idea of the product and a symbol of the virtue. Other strategies can include induction of anxiety, the implicit question being, will your patient be safe if you fail to prescribe our drug? One example of the genre shows a heart-shaped hand grenade with a warning that mixed hyperlipidaemia is a greater risk for coronary heart disease than hypercholesterolaemia alone, even though the evidence that lipid-lowering treatment brings overall benefit in primary prevention of coronary heart disease rests entirely on a trial with a drug that lowers cholesterol but not triglycerides. A variant of the advertisement that creates anxiety is one that also offers a false choice for the practitioner who wishes to allay that anxiety. 'Which would you rather prescribe a potential osteoporosis sufferer' asks one advertisement, before offering the choice between treatment with a particular brand of hormone replacement therapy or a life in a wheelchair.
Advertisements for everyday goods sometimes portray the consumers as they might wish to be. In advertisements for clothes, women are beautiful and men are handsome. In pharmaceutical advertisements, the prescriber can be shown as caring, careful, and 'professional': the prescription of the product imbues the prescriber with those qualities.
Are these matters of any importance? Manufacturers, who spend 9% of income from pharmaceutical sales on marketing, presumably think so. And those who wish to see prescribing decisions made rationally and analytically, rather than emotively, must also believe that pharmaceutical advertising image rather than therapeutic reality is important.
Note Based on a paper, 'Drug promotion and advertising', presented to the Section of General Practice at the RSM on 22 May 1996.
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